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The unification of the
Maghrib under the
Almohads

0. SAIDI

The Almohad period, from the middle of the twelfth century to the middle
of the thirteenth, marks the high point of attempts to unify the Maghrib,
and even the whole Muslim West. The Almohad attempt at unification,
which later powers tried vainly to restore, completely transcended that of
the preceding Almoravids. It stemmed from a religious ‘reform’ led by
the famous Mahdi of the Almohads, Ibn Tamart; it rested on a well-
organized ‘community’, the Muwahkidin (‘unitarians’) and it developed into
a total political enterprise. The venture was led by the rulers of a dynasty,
the Mu’minids, founded by one of Ibn Tdmart’s earliest and most dis-
tinguished companions.

This unification venture was far from having only religious and political
motives and objectives; it was also influenced by economic considerations,
imperatives and constraints. The two essential elements were, on the one
hand, control of the various great trans-Saharan trade routes (or at least
of their northern outlets) and, on the other, the integration of the various
economic growth points of the Maghrib and the Muslim West, by extending
the former Almoravid domain to the Maghrib and Ifrikiya.

The religious situation in the Maghrib and the Almohad
quest

Orthodoxy and Islam

In the middle of the eleventh century, the esoteric, Batinite Shi’ite, prose-
lytizing drive, or Da‘wa, was still powerful, despite the political decline
of the Fatimids in Egypt;! the movement towards unification, which had
begun long before — at least from the Mu‘tazilite set-back in the middle
of the ninth century — was slow, and the community remained fragmented.

Various approaches can be distinguished in the quest for unification,
which had not yet achieved a doctrinal synthesis. One was ascetic purifica-

1. See A. Laroui, 1970, p. 163.






























































































































The spread of civilization
in the Maghrib and its
impact on western
civilization

M. TALBI

The century of the Almohads

The apogee

It is hard to decide just when a civilization reaches its peak, when its
influence is greatest. For the Maghrib, was it under the Aghlabids in the
ninth century, when the armed might of Ifrikiya threatened Rome and ruled
the Mediterranean? Or in the tenth, when the Fatimids made Mahdiyya
the seat of a caliphate which rivalled that of Baghdad? Or should we opt
for the Almohad era (1147—-1269), when for the first time, under a local,
authentically Berber dynasty, a vast empire was united which extended
from Tripoli to Seville? We have to recognize that there were several peaks,
and among all those peaks that of the twelfth century was certainly not the
least. ’ '

And Spain? It had certainly fallen from the political greatness it
had known of old under ‘Abd al-Rahmin II (912-61) or under the ‘reign’
of the dictator, al-Mansiir b. AbT ‘Amir, the redoubtable Almanzor of the
Christian chronicles. But the case of Spain and the Maghrib was compar-
able with that of Greece and Rome: Spain conquered its uncouth Berber
conquerors, Almoravid or Almohad, twice over, and by giving them the
age-old treasures of its artistic and cultural traditions made them into
builders of a civilization. So from the twelfth century onwards, the civili-
zation of the Muslim West was a fusion of the culture of Spain and the
Maghrib, even more than it had been in the past.

It was a civilization built in part — although how great a part is difficult
to say — by blacks who came from the regions south of the Sahara. They
were to be found in large numbers in Morocco and throughout the whole
of the Maghrib. Intermarriage, against which there was no prejudice what-
soever, was common and naturally had some biocultural influence, the
nature of which, however, is difficult to determine with any degree of
certainty or accuracy.! There were also blacks to be found in Spain,

1. See R. Brunschvig, 1940, Vol. 2, 1947, p. 158.































































The disintegration of
political unity in the
Maghrib

I. HRBEK

The downfall of the Almohads

The battle at Las Navas de Tolosa (Arabic, al-‘Tkdb) in 1212, at which the
Almohad army was defeated by the combined forces of the Spanish
Christian kingdoms, is generally acknowledged as being the starting-point
of the decline of the Almohad empire. Even so, its downfall did not come
about suddenly, nor was it a long-drawn-out process; disintegration started
in the aftermath of the battle, at first slowly and then with increasing speed
and intensity. The territory actually under the control of the Almohad rulers
became progressively smaller: the pattern started in the east (Ifrikiya) and
in al-Andalus (Andalusia or Muslim Spain), later spreading to the central
Maghrib (Tlemcen) and on to Morocco, before culminating in the conquest
of southern Morocco — the last remnant of the Almohad state — by the
Marinids in 1269. When we look at the deeper causes of the decline of
this powerful dynasty, we can discern several, some of which are closely
related, whereas others are at first sight less so.

Although many Almohad rulers attempted to improve communications
in the empire by building roads, its sheer size — it embraced both Andalusia
and the whole of the Maghrib — made efficient central administration very
difficult, and the geographical eccentricity of the capital, Marrakesh,
further compounded the existing difficulties.

The fighting at both extremes of the empire, in Ifrikiya and in Spain,
strained its resources to the full; a struggle had to be waged not only
against external enemies but also against a great many uprisings and revolts
fomented by nomad Arabs, the Banti Ghiniya, a variety of Berber groups
and even by townspeople. The Almohad army lost its original fighting
spirit as the dynasty progressively recruited more and more mercenaries of
Arab, Zenata and even Christian origin. The Almohad aristocracy was
intent on retaining its privileges and looked upon all non-Almohad Muslims
as infidels; many of these lost the title to their lands and became subject to
a heavy tax burden. This cleavage between the subject masses and the
narrowly based ruling class was the source of many revolts and uprisings
in the Maghrib and Andalusia. The Almohad aristocracy itself was divided








































































Society in the Maghrib

after the disappearance of
the Almohads

R. IDRIS*

Although the historiography of the Maghrib is fairly advanced for the
period that concerns us, its social history has yet to be studied. The scarcity
of works of synthesis reflects this situation, and we need to get down to the
task of research, analysis and interpretation of the documentary sources.!
Generalizations about medieval Islam may still be of assistance in under-
standing the problems, but the differences between East and West and their
different forms of development must be taken into account, even if these
have emerged only dimly and slowly.2

The predominance of nomadism: life in the towns

The nomads

Since the eleventh century, the age-old but precarious balance between
a sedentary and a nomadic mode of life had been upset in favour of the
latter by the invasion of Arab nomads, the Bani Hilil, who were fol-
lowed, in the twelfth century, by the Banii Sulaym. At the beginning
of the thirteenth century, their ‘total devastation’ ruined crops and brought
anarchy to Ifrikiya and the central Maghrib.®> The Almohads, for
reasons of military and economic strategy, transferred them in large
numbers to the Atlantic plains, which were given over to them,
whereas other Beduin, the Bani Ma‘kil, occupied the southern and
eastern parts of the Moroccan Atlas range. The Maghrib was cut off from
the east, its relations with the Sudan were disrupted, and its civiliza-

*This paper is published posthumously; Professor Roger Idris died on 29 April 1978.

1. There exist, however, two valuable works: G. Margais, 1913, and R. Brunschvig,
2 vols, 1940 and 1947.

2. On urban history, which is of some importance in this article, reference may be
made for comparative purposes to A. H. Hourani and S. M. Stern (eds), 1970 — a
collection of studies of oriental towns.

3. Historians are far from unanimous concerning this thesis of ‘total devastation’. A.
Laroui, 1970, pp. 139—46, criticizes it to considerable effect.













































Mali and the second
Mandingo expansion

D. T. NIANE

The Mandingo are composed of a number of groups and subgroups scat-
tered throughout the Sudan—Sahel zone, from the Atlantic to the Air,
with deep projections into the forests of the Bight of Benin. At the
beginning of the twelfth century, the Mandingo habitat was much less
extensive. At the high point of the Ghana empire, at the end of the
eleventh century, three major groups can be distinguished: the Soninke
(Sarakolle), the founders of Ghana, who basically inhabited the provinces
of Wagadu (Auker), Bakhanu and Kaniaga; the Soso to the south, at the
foot of the Kulikoro mountains, with the city of Soso as capital; and
still farther south, the Malinke of the country called Mande or Manding
on the upper basin of the Niger, between Kangaba and Siguiri. The
Soninke, who are also called Marka or Wakore (Wangara), were the
founders of the Ghana empire, which was the first manifestation of Man-
dingo expansion.! According to Mahmiid Ka‘ti in the Ta’rikk al-fattish,
‘the Mali empire was set up only after the fall of the Kayamagha dynasty,
whose power extended over the entire western region, including every
province’.2 When Ghana fell under the repeated attacks of the Almoravids,
the Soninke had already spilled out of their native Wagadu and mixed with
the populations along the banks of the Niger, where they created new settle-
ments. The search for gold had led them far south towards the edge of the
forests. It is believed that the town of Jenne — which reached its zenith in the
fifteenth century — was founded by Soninke traders, probably well before
the arrival of the Arabs.

Here we must digress for a few paragraphs about the development of
Jenne. In recent years more and more has been learnt about the city and its
surroundings; the ancient site of the town, called ‘Jenne-Jeno’, has been

1. The word Wangara (spelt Ouangara in French) is used by the Fulani and the Hausa
to describe the Mandingo. Wangara and Wakore have the same origin, although Wakore
is more generally used for the Soninke or Sarakolle. In the Ivory Coast forests, the Man-
dingo are called Dioula, which means ‘trader’ in Malinke. Wangara and Dioula are
synonyms and refer particularly to those Mandingo engaged in trade.

2. From Mahmiid Ka‘ti, French transl. 1964. '
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The decline of the Mali
empire -

M. LY-TALL

Introduction

After the fourteenth century, dominated by the spectacular figure of Mansa
Kanku Miisa, Mali underwent a long period of decline. The fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries were marked by a shift of the empire’s centre of interest
towards the west. Mali’s trade, which had hitherto been with the Arab
world, turned partially towards the coast, while the Muslim trading
monopoly remained intact for other countries south of the Sahara, such
as Songhay and Kanem. The markets of Sutuco and Jagrancura on the
River Gambia replaced the markets of Jenne and Timbuktu, which had
passed under Songhay control. It is therefore understandable that Arab
sources do not tell us much about this period. Ibn Khaldiin, the principal
source for the chronology of the Mali mansas, keeps us informed up to
the end of the fourteenth century.! After him, more than a century passed
before Leo Africanus’ Africae Descriptio provided the last important Arab
evidence on the Mali empire.?

The growing importance of the West can be explained by the Portuguese
presence following the capture of Ceuta in 1415; the Arab Berbers were
not the only ones to trade with West Africa. European sources, especially
Portuguese travel accounts, took over from the Arabic sources and contain
valuable information about the western provinces of Mali, especially
Gambia and Casamance. The accounts of Ca da Mosto and Diogo Gomes,
who went up the River Gambia in 1455 and 1456 respectively, are com-
plementary.’ For the early sixteenth century we have two pieces of evidence
of nearly the same date, the Esmeraldo de Situ Orbis of Duarte Pacheco
Pereira (1505—6) and the valuable account of Valentim Fernandes (1506—7).4

1. Ibn Khaldiin completed the bulk of the work on his Kitéb al-Ibar in 1393—4, although
he was constantly revising it up to his death in 1406.

2. Leo Africanus, as he was known to Europe, or al-Hassan b. Muhammad al-Wuzza’n
(¢c. 1494-1552), does not seem to have actually visited all the countries he mentions; there
are a number of clues that urge caution.

3. A. da Ca da Mosto, French transl. 1895; D. Gomes, French transl. 1959.

4. D. Pacheco Pereira, French transl. 1956; V. Fernandes, French transl. 1951.













































The Songhay from the
12th to the 16th century

S. M. CISSOKO

After a long evolution lasting nearly 8co years, the Songhay, who had settled
on both banks of the middle Niger, established a powerful state in the
sixteenth century and unified a large portion of the western Sudan, thus
making possible the flowering of a brilliant civilization which had been in
the making for centuries. For the sake of greater clarity, we shall divide
this evolution into two major periods, attempting to distinguish their main
features as far as we are able to discern them in Songhay traditions, in
Arab and European sources and especially in the two Ta’rikhs of
Timbuktu.!

Kingdom of Gao from the twelfth century to the advent of
Sunni ‘Alf Ber in 1464

Little is known of the history of the Songhay before the reign of Sunni ‘Al1
Ber (1464—92). The few Arab sources which exist concerning this period
raise more questions than they answer. The oral traditions give only a very
imperfect picture of what life was like in these ancient times. The study of
this period will therefore be critical. It will raise more problems than it
solves, and even the solutions put forward can be no more than hypotheses
for research.

Kingdom of Gao in the twelfth century

By virtue of its geographical situation on the Niger, at the edges of the
Sudan and the Sahel, Gao became in the twelfth century the capital of the
newly established Songhay state and ended up by eclipsing the old city of
Kiikya, or Kiigha as it is called by Arab writers. The salt trade with Tawtek
(this place has not been identified), the merchandise brought from Libya,

1. Al-Sa‘di, French transl. 1964; Mahmid Ka‘ti, French transl. 1964. These two works,
written by Sudanese authors about the middle of the seventeenth century, are the funda-
mental source for the history of the Songhay and the western Sudan for the period under
consideration.








































































The peoples and kingdoms
of the Niger Bend and the
Volta basin from the 12th

to the 16th century

M. IZARD

The Mossi of the Niger Bend: chronology

In the present state of our knowledge, the history of the Niger Bend in
the distant period considered here is necessarily centred around the
emergence and territorial expansion of the Mamprusi, Dagomba and Mossi
kingdoms; this happens for two reasons, which are in fact connected. The
first is that the information available to us on this group of kingdoms is
incomparably richer than anything we have for other historical formations
in the same region, such as the Gurma, and a fortior: for societies without
a centralized system of political power. The second is that any attempt
to establish a formal history of the Mossi comes up against one fundamental
problem, namely the identity of the ‘Mossi’ referred to in those classic
chronicles, the Ta’rikh al-Sidin and the Ta’rikh al-fattash. As we shall
see, the definition of a satisfactory chronological framework for the whole
of the area to be dealt with in this chapter depends upon the solution
to this problem.

Our starting-point must be an analysis of the references to Mossi con-
tained in the Sudanese chronicles. The Ta’rikh al-fattash speaks of Mossi
incursions into the territory of the Songhay kingdom of Gao around the
middle of the thirteenth century, that is, during the first quarter of the
period which it is proposed to cover in this volume. Za Baray, against
whom the Mossi are said to have waged war, seems to be the Za Beirafoloko
of the table of dynasties established by Jean Rouch;! his authority in the
Niger valley extended from Gao to Tillaberi. It was during the reign of
his successor, Za Asibay, that the kingdom of Gao passed under the
suzerainty of Mansa Wali of Mali, who, according to Nehemia Levtzion,
reigned from 1260 to 1277. The Ta’rikh al-fattish, which gives no indica-
tion of where the territory of the Mossi was located, tells us that the latter
sometimes invaded the western part of the Niger Bend, where Mali in-
fluence came up against that of the Tuareg from the north. The two brief
fragments of the Ta’rikh al-fattash to which I refer give us an important
clue by speaking of a ‘Mossi ko?’, in other words a chief or king of the

1. J. Rouch, 1953, p. 174, note 13.

















































































The kingdoms and peoples

H@ of Chad .

D. LANGE

In the twelfth century, the major part of the region of Lake Chad lay
under the sway of a powerful kingdom, Kanem. Other kingdoms probably
existed in the area at the time, and a variety of peoples lived there in
separate clans or ethnic groups. Kanem was known in very early times
to Arab travellers and geographers and was the only political entity of
international renown between the Nuba of the Nile valley and the Kaukau
on the Niger Bend to the west. In view of the existing sources and the
state of our knowledge, this survey will of necessity deal more with Kanem
and the peoples living in that kingdom than with those outside, who did
not attract the attention of the chroniclers and on whom, therefore, we
have very little documentation.

Kanem, which is mentioned in various external sources from the ninth
century onwards, is also distinguished by the existence of an internal source:
the Diwin of the sultans of Kanem-Bornu.! The origins of the Diwan
probably date back to the first half of the thirteenth century. At that time,
the court chroniclers began to set down in writing certain facts relating
to dynastic history that had formerly been handed down by word of mouth.
But before moving on to the events of their own era, the chroniclers under-
took to make a written record of the main elements of a tradition that
dated back to the end of the tenth century. Subsequently, the work was
brought continuously up to date until the end of the Sefuwa dynasty in
the nineteenth century; on the death of each sovereign, a short paragraph
was added relating to his reign. This method of composition might, after
six centuries, have produced a voluminous work. In point of fact, the
Diwan in its present state consists of only 53 pages. To be sure, the Diwdn
informs us above all of the dynastic history of Kanem-Bornu, but it is
possible to deduce from it certain elements of information relating to other
aspects of the history of the central Sudan.?

There is, in addition, a certain amount of information provided by Arab
geographers. Of particular value for the study of the history of the central

1. The text of the Diwdin has been translated with a commentary in D. Lange, 1977a.
2. ibid.
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FIG. 10.5 Peoples and kingdoms of Chad in the 15th century (D. Lange)
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The Hausa and their
neighbours in the central
Sudan |

M. ADAMU*

The area traditionally inhabited by the Hausa is contained within a region
extending from the Air mountains in the north to the northern edge of
the Jos plateau in the south and from the border of the ancient Bornu
kingdom in the east to the Niger valley in the west. In this area, from
very early on, Hausa was the only known indigenous language. As if to
empbhasize the importance of that language, the territory had no particular
name and was simply called kasar hausa — the country of the Hausa language.
However, through migrations and assimilation, the area in which Hausa
was used as the main vehicle of communication expanded towards the
south and west, and, in the north, a number of non-Hausa peoples,
especially the Tuareg, the Zabarma/Djerma and the Fulbe/Fulani
entered the territory and settled there.

Hausa is now the dominant language of the savannah belt of the central
Sudan. It is spoken by diverse groups who have intermingled over the
course of history, so that they eventually took on a single, unique cultural
identity and gave rise to a brilliant civilization. Indeed we may agree with
Guy Nicolas that ‘the Hausa, who speak the same language, follow the
same customs and obey the same political institutions, comprise one of
the most important ethnic groups of Africa. Many were the neighbouring
peoples who, drawn by their culture, abandoned their own language and
customs to become part of them.’! But where did they come from? What
was their origin? These are the questions which will be discussed in the
first part of this chapter, before we examine the establishment and evolution
of the Hausa states up to the sixteenth century. Subsequent sections will
attempt, in particular, to highlight the political and administrative organiza-
tion of the Hausa states, as well as their social and economic structure.
The nature and quality of the relations which existed both between the
individual component states and with neighbouring states, especially
Songhay and Bornu, will also be examined in the course of the chapter.

*The Bureau decided to revise this chapter using a contribution from A. Salifou. The
chapter was finalized by a subcommittee composed of Professors J. Devisse, I. Hrbek
and Y. Talib, appointed by the International Scientific Committee.

1. Translated from G. Nicolas, 1969, p. 202.









































































































The coastal peoples: from
Casamance to the Ivory
H 22 Coast lagoons

Y. PERSON¥*

General features of the region

The term Guinea refers to the western coast of Africa from the mouth of the
Gambia to the Niger delta. This was the term — synonymous with
‘Ethiopia’ or ‘the country of the blacks’ — commonly used by the first
Portuguese navigators to write about the area. Upper Guinea com-
prises the countries between the mouth of the River Gambia and the
Bandama. This coast and its hinterland was outside the area which
interested the Arab travellers and writers; nevertheless, it is probable that,
from the time of the empire of Ghana, there were trade relations between
the savannah and these forest-covered areas. This is not the dense or
equatorial forest, but the environment is very different from the savannah.
One characteristic of the region is a population fragmented into a large
number of ethnic groups.

‘With the growing influence of the Mandingo, the vanguard of the
advancing migrations from the Sudan pushed southwards into the land
of kola nuts, gold, slaves and salt. Then suddenly, in the fifteenth
century, the Atlantic seaboard was no longer a backwater, unused except
for coastal fishing and local trade. Instead, it became a ‘second front’ of
contact with Europe, along which the slave trade to the Americas was soon
to be the dominant activity. From then onwards, the history of upper
Guinea forms a pattern in which these two historical currents were
intertwined, although they did not really merge. Between the threads in
this pattern, the autochthonous peoples endeavoured to lead their lives
in their own way, increasing their efforts to preserve their identity and
to keep control of their own destiny.

The civilization of the Sudan and the Sahel, one of whose main
sources was Mandingo, was shaped from the eighth and ninth centuries
onwards by the autochthonous peasant societies which had to contend with
the problems of the newly reorganized trans-Saharan trade, following the
conversion of North Africa to Islam. A network of long-distance trade
soon covered the entire Sudan region, its best-known agents being the

*This paper is published posthumously; Professor Person died in December 1982.





































































From the Ivory Coast
lagoons to the Volta

P. KIPRE -

The country

From Cape Palmas the coast curves from west to east in an arc that forms
the Gulf of Guinea; as we approach the Equator the vegetation becomes
more and more dense and the forest takes over. A notable feature is the
appearance of lagoons along the coast. In fact, the region can be divided
into three areas: '

(1) east of the estuary at Cape Palmas to the Tano river — a con-
. tinuous chain of twelve lagoons runs parallel to the coast;!
(2) from the Tano to the Accra plain — a few hills give the illusion
of an uneven landscape (Cape Three Points);
(3) towards the mouth of the Volta — the countryside appears more
arid and the forest has practically given way to clearings dotted
with occasional trees.

The region has an equatorial climate with heavy rainfall, averaging
2000 mm annually. There is a rainy season from March to July, followed
by two months of dry weather, with a shorter rainy season in October
and November, and finally a dry season from December to March. The

“atmosphere is always heavy with humidity, even during the dry season.
The influence of the forest hangs heavily over the whole country.

The problem of sources

The region has begun to interest historians only recently; for a long time,
attention was focused on the countries of the savannah. and the Sahel
further north, the former seat of empires whose history was full of pomp
and ceremony. Muslim travellers and historians who visited the Sudan
between the tenth and the sixteenth centuries did not know the forest
regions; thus written records are lacking. Archaeology is only now_ begin-

1. The twelve lagoons — Noni, Tadio, Make, Ebrié, Aghien, Kodio-Boué, Ono, Potou,
Ehi, Hebo, Tagba and Aby — constitute a vast body of water covering 2400 km?2,













































From the Volta to
Cameroon

A. F. C. RYDER

Ecology and language

Eight hundred years ago the coastal fringe of the region between the Volta
and Cameroon presented an appearance little different from that which
one sees today. Further inland, however, the freshwater swamp, which
covers most of the Niger delta, and also the rain-forest belts were far
less affected by intensive settlement. Tree felling and dry-season burning
have since converted almost half of the original forest area into derived
savannah. In Togo and Benin, where the original forest was less exten-
sive than in Nigeria, annual burning of the vegetation cover has virtually
destroyed the primary forest. East of the Niger, cultivation has obliterated
hundreds of square kilometres of the original rain forest and replaced it
by oil-palm bush (see Fig. 14.1).

The labour of clearing the primary forest began when peoples of
Negro stock first settled in the region thousands of years ago. It was much
accelerated by the diffusion of iron-working techniques, which aided the
transition from a hunting and gathering economy to one based on agricul-
ture. By the fifth century of the Christian era the use of iron had pene-
trated to almost all parts of the forest and the density of settlement was
thereby much increased. Such traditions are particularly strong among
the Yoruba — historically perhaps the most significant group of the whole
area — and yet dialect analysis of their language suggests that the direc-
tion of their expansion has been from the forest into the savannah. There
is obviously a contradiction between linguistic analysis and historical tradi-
tion. It has been proposed that this contradiction could be explained by
the movement of secondary populations from the forest to the savannah
and vice versa. '

Three main groups of Yoruba dialects have been identified.! The two
believed to exhibit the characteristics of greatest antiquity, and hence of
older settlement, are the central group (comprising the Ife, Ilesha and

1. A. Adetugbo, i973.
































































































Egypt and the Muslim
world

J. C. GARCIN

To the superficial observer, the time span falling between the end of the
twelfth and the beginning of the sixteenth century may appear to be the
least ‘African’ in Egyptian history. The regime established in Cairo in
+ 1171 took over the reins from the Fatimid caliphate, which had originated
in the Maghrib and found its definitive axis of power in the Nile valley.
The country then became the main source of strength of an empire — first
Ayyubid, then Mamluk — spreading as far as the Euphrates and the passes
of the Anatolian Taurus and conducting its chief enterprises outside Africa;
at other times even the status of a province merged in an Ammayad, Abbasid
or Ottoman complex seemed to cut Egypt off from the African continent
less completely. All this may be true, but this period in which the pre-
dominance of Egyptian power was asserting itself in the Middle East was
also a time during which the routes across the Sahara were bringing the
princes of Kanem, Mali and Songhay to Cairo on their way to the Muslim
“holy places of the Hidjaz, while Egyptian merchants were taking the same
routes to the centre of Africa. '
There is no doubt that these particular centuries of Egypt’s history were
those which counted in the evolution of a great part of Africa, that part
which was to fall under the sway of Islam. Within Ayyubid and Mamluk
Egypt, Sunni Islam took its final form, and from it most African Muslims
drew in various degrees their principles of conduct and their framework
of thought. Nor is the ancient Islamic heart of the Maghrib less indebted
to this Egyptian period, for the disappearance of the Sh7ite caliphate from
the Nile valley in some ways brought closer together the Maghrib and
the Muslim East — the traditional fount of culture and religion — thus
contributing to the uniform aspect of Islam in Africa. Of that Islam, Cairo
was the major school. All the political and cultural developments arising
thereafter on the banks of the Nile were of concern to much of Africa:
Ethiopia and the central and western Sudan.

















































































Nubia from the late 12th
century to the Funj
conquest in the early 15th-
century

L. KROPACEK

Decline and disappearance of the Christian Nubian states

In world history we can find few instances of a bilateral international
arrangement maintained for as long as the bakt, which for six centuries
was taken as a legal basis for peaceful relations between Muslim Egypt
and Christian Nubia.! Despite occasional small-scale raids and counter-
raids the truce was observed, and reciprocal obligations including con-
ventional supplies were fulfilled in a way that, in principle, did not leave
doubts about the validity of the agreement. With all modifications and
temporary withholdings, the bakt was a convenient formula for economic
interdependence.

Under the Fatimids, Egyptian-Nubian relations seem to have best
realized the much-sought pattern of neighbourliness and some co-opera-
tion. It served the needs of the Fatimid — slaves for the army and a peaceful
southern border — as well as those of Nubia, which attained the height
of its political power and cultural achievements. The period of the
Ayyubids (1171-1250) and the Mamluks (1250-1517) in Egypt, which
corresponds to the span of our interest in this chapter, was characterized
—in comparison with that of their predecessors — by a progressive deteriora-
tion of relations with Nubia. Eventually the northern factor, in a compre-
hensive sense, proved decisive in Nubia’s eclipse. T'wo interconnected
processes may be discerned: on the one hand, the direct pressure of the
Egyptian rulers on the weakening Nubian power and, on the other hand,
the increasing penetration of Arab nomadic groups and their destrucuve
effect on the Nubian social fabric.

~Our knowledge of the political history of Christian Nubia is almost en-
tirely derived from the written Arabic sources of Egyptian provenance.?
Local records of late Christian times are scarce and not very relevant.
The significance of the archaeological evidence has, however, been en-
hanced in the 1960s by the salvage programmes necessitated by the con-

1. For legal aspects of the bakt, see Encyclopaedia of Islam, new edn, Vol. 1, p. 966.
2. Virtually all available Arabic sources have been reliably explored and analysed in
Y. F. Hasan, 1967.











































































The Horn of Africa: the
Solomonids in Ethiopia and
H 7 the states of the Horn of
Africa

T. TAMRAT

The political geography of the Horn

The political geography of the Horn of Africa had become extremely com-
plex by the last quarter of the thirteenth century. The most widely
known state in the area was the Christian kingdom in the northern
highlands of Ethiopia, which had just passed from the hands of the Zagwe
to those of the Solomonid dynasty in 1270. The borders of this kingdom
at that time extended roughly to the northern districts of Shoa in the south,
the region east of Lake Tana and the upper Blue Nile in the west, and
the edge of the Ethiopian plateau in the east. Besides this Christian state,
however, there were several other political units of various sizes in the
area. Immediately to the north-west of the former Zagwe kingdom, beyond
the River Tekeze, the Falasha (the so-called ‘Jews of Ethiopia’) seem to
have constituted an independent state of their own, which was in continuous
struggle against attempted Christian conquest. The kingdom of Gojjam,
which is mentioned in the traditions, seems to have existed in the mountain-
ous area to the immediate south of Lake Tana. More important still, there
are strong indications in the historical traditions of the area that a powerful
state called ‘the kingdom of Damot’ controlled an extensive territory south
of the Blue Nile gorge. Almost nothing is known about this very ancient
African kingdom, but the traditions referring to it clearly show that long
before the advent of either Christian or Muslim principalities in the area
the kings of Damot had effective hegemony over the whole region of the
Shoa plateau.

There were also Muslim principalities in the area, along the coast from
the Dahlak archipelago in the Red Sea to the Somali town of Brava on
the Indian Ocean. Their geographical location would seem to have de-
pended upon the strategic importance of the coast for trade between the
rich plateau of central and southern Ethiopia, the East African coast, the
Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea. By the end of the thirteenth century, as
a result of this trade, powerful Muslim communities had emerged which
were to constitute various well-organized principalities and states: the most
important in the interior were Shoa, Ifat, Fetegar, Dawaro, Hadya, Bali
































































































The development of
Swahili civilization

V. V. MATVEIEV

In the history of the islands and coast of East Africa the period from the
twelfth to the fifteenth century stands out as that of the formation of what
may best be termed the Swahili ethnic community. There were un-
doubtedly states in the region at that time and the first known records
of them date back to the tenth century. Another important fact is that
the historical and cultural development of East Africa between the twelfth
and fifteenth centuries was not subject to disruptive outside influences.
The appearance in East Africa in the early sixteenth century of Portuguese
conquerors upset this process and altered the conditions and character of
later development. These circumstances, together with the constant growth
and development of culture, make it reasonable to regard the period under
consideration as the heyday of Swahili civilization, particularly when set
against subsequent regression and decline.

During the twelfth century the Swahili people did not form a homo-
geneous community either ethnically or socially. Ethnically, it was a com-
munity built on the Bantu-speaking population of the region. This basis
was added to by people from neighbouring parts of the hinterland and
emigrants from the countries of the northern shore of the Arabian Sea
and the Indian Ocean, comprising Arabs, Persians and Indians. There
were social disparities, since in addition to the main body of ordinary,
free members of the community, there existed a distinct and isolated élite.
Institutions based on clan and ethnic group accounted for the formal
structure of the community, which nevertheless contained the elements
of a class society. Thus the élite was supposed to be, but was not in fact,
equal to the other members of the community. It was rich and enjoyed
the influence stemming from traditional functions.

Alongside this élite the community included other individuals who were
rich, but did not wield traditional power and influence. Their wealth was
derived from trading. The commoners formed the majority and the main
body of the Swahili people. Furthermore, Swahili society in the early
twelfth century probably also included slaves. We can surmise their exist-
ence from the accounts of Arab writers describing the export of slaves.
Their role in Swahili society is unclear. They were perhaps merely the














































































Between the coast and the
great lakes

C. EHRET

At the beginning of the twelfth century of the Christian era in the East
African interior, the signpost of the previous pathways of historical change
was the striking correlation of ecology and ethnicity. Bantu-speaking
societies were still relatively few in number, despite the major migrations
of Bantu settlers into eastern Africa over the course of the first millennium
of the Christian era, and they were almost wholly restricted to the better-
watered regions with, at the lowest, goo—1000 mm of rainfall a year.! It
must be concluded that, even though grain cultivation and often general
livestock keeping had been taken over by most of the East African Bantu
during the first millennium, Bantu communities still maintained the
primacy of the agricultural tradition, based upon root and tuber crops,
which had been brought by the earliest Bantu immigrants.? In contrast,
on the plains and highlands of the Kenya interior and of Tanzania, East
African mixed farming, with its combined grain cultivation and extensive
cattle-raising, predominated. Through the northern parts of this belt of
generally drier environments, the majority of societies spoke Nilotic
languages, whereas Southern Cushites were the more numerous through
the southern portions.?

The immediate interior

Along the immediate interior of the East African coast, three major clusters
of Bantu can be identified: the Sabaki-speakers, the Seuta-speakers and
the Ruvu. The Sabaki language had three dialects, spoken along a very
narrow strip of land behind the Kenyan coast. The ancestral Miji-Kenda
dialect was spoken south of the River Tana, probably immediately inland
from Mombasa and south from there to the far north-east point of Tanzania.
Near the mouth of the Tana, and possibly also in the Lamu hinterland,

1. Unless otherwise noted, Bantu groupings, locations and culture histories in the follow-
ing pages are based on data and conclusions contained in D. Nurse, 1974; D. Nurse and
D. W. Phillipson, 1974; T. Hinnebusch, 1973; and C. Ehret, n.d.

2. C. Ehret, 1974a.

3. C. Ehret, 1974b.



















































The Great Lakes region

'B. A. OGOT

A historian attempting to reconstruct the history of the interlacustrine
region of East Africa between 1200 and 1500 of the Christian era is faced
with several major problems. First, the 300 years represent an era for
which we have scant oral tradition or linguistic data. Nor do we have
any adequate archaeological data. The oral traditions, for example, are
replete with legendary father-figures who are variously identified as gods,
fathers of all the people, founders of clans, or as introducers of food crops
(such as banana or millet) or of cattle., The stories of their exploits have
been forged into popular traditions whose historical validity is difficult
to establish. It is not surprising, therefore, that historians such as C. Wrigley
have concluded that the Chwezi myths, for example, contain no valid
information about the early history of the interlacustrine region. To accept
that the Chwezi spirits referred to in myth and cult were actual kings
of a fifteenth-century kingdom in the interlacustrine region is, he says,
like believing that Odin and Freya were kings of ancient Sweden, even
though the Ynglinga Saga assures us that they were.!

Secondly, the historians working in this region face a major problem
of bias with regard to the relationships between the agriculturalists and
pastoralists. In many history books and articles the pastoralists are por-
trayed as civilizing conquerors who introduced law and order where anarchy
formerly reigned supreme. The agriculturalists, on the other hand, are
painted as docile and silent majorities who neither initiated any develop-
ments nor founded any state. Rwanda provides an excellent example of
this bias, and Kagame, for instance, finds it difficult to believe that the
state of Rwanda could have borrowed any institution from the agricultural-
ists. Nor is he prepared to accept the idea that any ‘Hutu’ ruled over
noble, ‘Hamitic’ pastoralists.? We hope to show in this chapter that state
formation among the agriculturalists in this region antedates the advent
of most pastoralists. We also hope to show that for a long time there
was peaceful coexistence between the agriculturalists and the pastoralists

1. C. Wrigley, 1958 and 1973.
2. A. Kagame, 1955, p. 112.

















































































The Zambezi and Limpopo
basins: 1100—1500

B. M. FAGAN

Cultures and societies of the Iron Age around the
year 1000

By the end of the first millennium of the Christian era, Iron Age peoples
were settled over most of the savannah woodland between the Zambezi
and Limpopo rivers, eastwards as far as the Indian Ocean, and north of
the Zambezi into what is now Zambia and Malawi.! Surviving remnants
of later Stone Age hunting populations still lived in remoter pockets of
the savannah woodland, interacting sporadically with their farming neigh-
bours and dwelling in rock shelters or small open camps, where their im-
plements have been found in association with Iron Age pottery. Hunting
and gathering populations, ancestors of modern San groups, also occupied
much of the Kalahari region to the south and west of the savannah wood-
lands, an area where they were to roam freely until modern times. Most
of the Iron Age peoples of this large area of South Central Africa were
subsistence farmers, basing their food production on both domesticated
cattle and small stock, combined with the cultivation of cereal crops such
as sorghum and millet. Hunting and gathering played an important role
in their economies, and only simple forms of shifting cultivation were in
use, probably involving the careful selection of particular soil types.
Although the first Iron Age settlement of South Central Africa took
place as early as + 200, and the initial occupation took place over a relatively
short period of time, early agricultural populations were widely scattered
in areas free from tsetse fly, and general population densities were extremely
low. The distribution of tsetse belts was affected by the pattern of shifting
agriculture, which in turn soon affected population distribution. Through-
out the first millennium the agricultural population increased slowly and
more land was taken into cultivation as forest clearance and cultivation
methods slowly improved. The settlement of new areas was, in part, caused
by wasteful methods of shifting cultivation, which, by analogy with modern
figures, used well under 50 per cent of every acre of woodland cleared.

1. B. M. Fagan, 1967-9.














































































Equatorial Africa and
Angola: migrations and the
emergence of the first
states

J. VANSINA

The present state of knowledge

To try to reconstruct the past of so vast a region of the continent over the
period from 1100 to 1500 presents historians with a challenge which they
could well do without, in view of the few contemporary sources available.
The first extant manuscript goes back only to 1492, and the excavations
in the Shaba and Bas-Zaire provinces and elsewhere are still in their early
stages and do not yet give a complete enough chronological picture. The
later written sources only deal with the kingdom of Kongo. These become
more frequent in the period after 1550, and accounts dating from 1587,
1624 and later have been used here when they relate to the period before
1500 or, better still for the present purposes, before 1483.

Among non-contemporary sources relating to Kongo are oral traditions
that were first recorded in 1624, and others dealing with the coastal
kingdoms were noted by Dapper and Cavazzi between 1641 and 1667 —
that is, two or three centuries after the events. Oral traditions from other
regions were not recorded until the end of the nineteenth century at the
earliest, but such recording has tended to become systematic since inde-
pendence (1960). They have proved to be an essential source for under-
standing both history and culture.

For the period in question and for the preceding one, the use of linguistic
data could be crucial, even if, as I believe — although not everyone agrees —
this period comes after the era of the Bantu migrations. At all events, every-
one does agree that the period under examination begins well after the end of
the proto-Bantu society, whose main features can be reconstructed from its
vocabulary. The study of the differentiation of languages and the processes
of state formation is in its infancy, but it promises to be very fruitful. As
for the languages spoken in the northern savannahs, belonging to Green-
berg’s Adamawa-Eastern branch 'and the central Sudan, historical
linguistics have not yet been applied in depth.

There remains the evidence of ethnography. The data here are difficult
to establish. First, the field has to be rigorously cleared so as to get back

















































































Southerh Africa: its peoples

Z 3 and social structures

L. D. NGCONGCO in collaboration
with J. VANSINA

The writing of history and the problem of sources

The history of southern Africa presents a number of problems. It was for
this reason that Unesco, as sponsor of the General History of Africa, called
together a group of experts on ‘Historiography of Southern Africa’ in 1977
at Gaborone.! The existing political situation in the region is hardly
conducive to historical research. Because of apartheid, the history of the
black peoples south of the Limpopo has been studied less than that of
other African populations. In the General History of Africa, Volume VIII,
the problem of apartheid will be treated in the context of contemporary
Africa, but it is also essential to examine here its unfortunate effects on
the writing of the history of the region.

As was stated at the Gaborone meeting, “The tendency to concentrate
on the past of the dominant white minority has been accentuated by the
rigid positions adopted by South African universities and South African
publishers in general who refuse to accept the validity of non-written
sources for historical reconstruction.” Furthermore, white historians in
South Africa have refused the aid of such sciences as archaeology,
anthropology and linguistics. Even more serious is the fact that the official
historians of the country of apartheid draw from the archives material
which relates only to the whites, deliberately putting aside documents
referring to African peoples. To sum up the way in which history is written
in the region dominated by apartheid, the Unesco experts noted: “The rich
Portuguese archives that have contributed so much to the understanding
of African histories of many East African societies, especially those along the
coast, documents which have also illuminated the study of the pre-colonial
history of the societies of Zimbabwe, as well as those of Angola and Mozam-
bique, have been studiously neglected by Southern African scholars.’? Not

1. Unesco, 1980b.
2. ibid., contributions by L. D. Ngcongco, pp. 18-19, and D. Chanaiwa.

























































Madagascar and the
neighbouring islands from
the 12th to the 16th
century

F. ESOAVELOMANDROSO

The essential constituents of the population of Madagascar were present
by the end of the twelfth century, even though further waves of migra-
tion occurred until the sixteenth century. The settlement of Madagascar
formed part of the vast framework of relations between South-East Asia
and Africa, across the Indian Ocean. Recognizing the importance of this
question, the International Scientific- Committee for the drafting of a
General History of Africa organized a meeting of experts in July 1974
at Port Louis (Mauritius) on ‘Historical relations across the Indian Ocean’.!
The problem concerning the peopling of Madagascar was the subject of
a chapter in Volume III of the General History of Africa. Nevertheless,
a number of questions still remain to be answered; among them, for
example, the comparative contributions of Africans, Arabs, Indians and
Indonesians to the population and culture of Madagascar are still being
actively discussed by research workers.?

Rather than attempting in this chapter to present a definitive synthesis
of the civilization and history of Madagascar between the twelfth and
sixteenth centuries, an effort will be made to elucidate the slow and com-
plex interaction, both ethnic and cultural, which finally produced, at the
beginning of the sixteenth century, an original identity for the Great Island.
It seems to be well established that after the twelfth century Madagascar
welcomed more Arabs, Indonesians and Africans. In this connection, oral
traditions of the Merina and Betsileo regions tell of wars which the kings,
at the head of the newcomers, had to wage before they could oust the
‘Vazimba’ population and push them inland.? These traditions include

1. Unesco, 1980a.

2. See Volume III, Chapter 25; see also R. K. Kent, 1970 — an attempt, on the basis
of linguistic analysis, to evaluate the African contribution politically as well as culturally.

3. On Imerina, see R. P. Callet (ed.), 1908. The Tantara, which form one of the most
important collections of oral traditions in Merina country, were collected by Father Callet
between 1868 and 1883 and give valuable information on the Merina people. A critical
study of the Tantara has been carried out by A. Délivré, 1974. On the Betsileo region,
see J. Rainihifina, 1975, and P. Ratsimbazafimahefa, 1971.



















































Relationships and
exchanges among the
different regions

D. T. NIANE

Between 1100 and 1500 Africa was a privileged partner in inter-continental
relations with the Old World. Across both the Mediterranean Sea and
the Indian Ocean, Europe and Asia were linked with Africa by an active
trade, usually conducted by Muslims. It must be emphasized that various
types of organized trade within the continent are known to have been
carried on since prehistoric times. As will be seen in this chapter, research
is gradually providing more and more precise detail, especially on the scale
of these inter-regional exchanges. However, with the present state of knowl-
edge, it is still impossible to give an exhaustive account of relations between
the different regions of Africa from the twelfth to the sixteenth century.

It would appear that the economic and commercial expansion of Africa
was in full spate in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries; but the contacts
with the West which were opened up by the slave trade meant the breaking
off of a lively start which, if trade had developed in other merchandise,
might have changed the course of African history. Great currents of cultural
exchange crossed the continent in every direction, sometimes mingling
with the cross-currents of trade. There were no isolated regions, for neither
deserts nor forest presented impassable barriers any longer. Today, archae-
ological excavations and the study of African languages and oral traditions
are opening new vistas for historical research, and this is already shedding
light on the problem of migrations, transfers of technology, and trade
relations between widely separated regions.

The role of Islam, both in the spread of ideas and in trade, was of
paramount importance at this time, as illustrated by Ibn Battiita’s travels
in China and in East and West Africa. In the period under consideration,
the works of Arab geographers, travellers and historians make an appreci-
able contribution to our knowledge of the peoples concerned.

The Sahara and the Sahel: a privileged space in external
relations

Until the middle of this century, European historians have sought to explain
the present technological backwardness of Africa by the existence of the
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Africa as seen by the rest of the world

It is difficult to tell how Africans living in the interior of the continent
during the four centuries from 1100 to 1500 thought of themselves in
the light of both their changing cultural context and their centuries-old
traditions. One must not give up trying, however; although difficult, this
inquiry is of fundamental importance. We are beginning to discern what
changes have been made by successive acculturations from the point of
view of the perception of space in Africa; it would be fascinating to know,
for instance, how an African merchant of the fifteenth century visualized
his own environment. However, we can now state that the merchants of
Takriir in Mali — who were in fact Wangara! — had a fair idea of the
geography of the Muslim world and perhaps even of the entire known
world of the time. In the fifteenth century, the Wangara merchants were
literate, or at least there were a large number of literate people among
them who had a very clear knowledge of their environment. The Wangar
used the term Saheli or Kogodugu (land of salt) to refer to the north,
whence Arab or Berber merchants came with camels loaded with slabs of
salt. The terms Worodugu (land of the kola nut) or Tu-Koro
(forest) denoted the south, whose forests, difficult of access, supplied the
precious kola nut. The thinly-wooded Gbe Kan (‘clear country’), stretching
from east to west, was the land through which the Wangara merchants
plied their trade on foot, horse or donkey-back.

Owing to the royal pilgrimages, many people of the Sudan region had

1. Wangara: this word is written in various ways by Arab writers — Wankira,
Wanghira, Wangara, Wangarita and perhaps even Amdjara (Masldi in the tenth cen-
tury). The Wangara are sometimes confused with the Gangara, to whom are attributed,
rather vaguely, some ancient ruins in the Sahel. The Wangara do not appear in Arab
sources before the eleventh or twelfth century. They are said to have mined and traded
in gold in upper Niger. In the fourteenth century their name was often associated with
Jenne and their zone of influence extended far to the east, according to Ibn Khaldin.
Later the word Dioula tends to replace the earlier name, and is still used to designate
the Mandingo-speaking traders of the savannah zone extending up to Ghana.
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